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When It’s Time to Cook, Cook

There’s a difference between throwing something together and really cooking.
You know it. I know it. The plate knows it.
Some days you’re tired, you just need something quick. Other days, it’s time to show love through food—not just for other people, but for yourself. Those are the days when you season with intention, taste as you go, and take that extra ten minutes to make it right. That’s what I mean when I say, “When it’s time to cook, cook.” You’re not just feeding a stomach. You’re feeding a mood, a memory, a moment.

This book is built around that idea.

It’s not about being fancy or pretending you’re in a restaurant kitchen. It’s about taking real food—roast, chicken, greens, mac, rice, yams, pies—and doing them with enough care that people remember the plate. These are recipes you can cook for a weeknight, but they can also walk straight into a holiday and hold their own on the table.

You’ll see a pattern as you read:

	We use basic ingredients, but we don’t treat them basic.

	We respect salt, fat, acid, and a little sugar—not to drown the food, but to unlock it.

	We aim for repeatable results. If you follow these moves, you should be able to run it back the same way next time.


You’ll also see my way of talking in here. I’m not here to talk above you. I’m talking with you—like we’re in the kitchen together, one hand on the pan, one eye on the heat, laughing and tasting as we go.

This isn’t a “chef book.” This is a real kitchen book.

So when that moment hits—when it’s time to put something down that actually means something—don’t halfway it. Get your pans, get your seasonings, get your oven preheated.

When it’s time to cook, don’t just cook.

Cook cook.
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Special Thanks
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Before we get to the recipes, I have to honor the people and plates that shaped how I move in the kitchen.

First, my Dad, who taught me the very first thing I ever cooked on my own: penne noodles with Prego sauce and Parmesan cheese. I was about seven years old, standing on tiptoe, learning how not to burn the noodles. That simple pan of pasta lit a fuse. From there, I understood: if you can feed yourself, you can’t be trapped.

Auntie Gwen, thank you for putting bacon grease in the grits and unlocking a whole lane of flavor I didn’t know existed yet. That one move taught me that a little bit of fat in the right place can flip the whole dish from “okay” to “who made this?”

Mom, this book wouldn’t be complete without you and your macaroni and cheese—the kind that shows up at gatherings and doesn’t make it to the end of the night. You taught me that certain dishes carry a family’s name with them.

Grandma Sarah, you held it down with the dressing and that lemon meringue pie. Your dressing tasted like holidays, comfort, and being seen. That top layer of meringue on the pie is still floating in my memory.

Grandma Elaine, your chicken and rice was simple and undefeated. The way that rice soaked up every bit of flavor made it feel like there was no such thing as “plain” starch in your house. And you were the queen of the sweet potato pie—they loved your pies. If you ever see my Cho’s 333 Sweet Potato Pie show up and make noise, just know it’s carrying your signature in the background.

Auntie Shirley, your vegetable soup made “healthy” taste like home. You packed bowls with love and seasoning, not just liquid and vegetables.

Auntie Monique, your spaghetti had a smell that traveled through the house and called people to the table. That pot taught me that you can do something familiar in a way that still stands out.

Uncle Sherman, your steamed cabbage was the truth—simple, seasoned, and never overcooked. You made cabbage feel like it belonged right there on the plate next to the heavy hitters.

Auntie Sue, thank you for fried chicken, fried fish, and all those big pans you brought to the family hall on Thanksgiving. You showed us what it looks like when a whole family knows “Mama can throw down,” and you pass that confidence down to your kids.

To Granddad, thank you for that quiet trick: a little baking soda to tenderize meat. A small scoop, big results. That kind of subtle game is all through this book.

Era Smith, your desserts stop people through a phone screen. Your visuals and cakes make you taste them with your eyes first. That pushed me to think not just about flavor, but about how a plate looks when it shows up.

To Johnny Ringo, for all the wild game and the courage to step outside the usual grocery-store lineup. You reminded me that food doesn’t have to be boring or predictable. 

Sherrie’s Corner in Detroit, Michigan, thanks for holding down a corner of the city with food and heart. Places like yours are part of why soul food still breathes.

Shout out to the Detroit Coney Island culture, especially spots like Pete’s Grill and the whole Coney lane of “fast but flavorful.” Y’all proved that a simple menu, done right and repeated well, can feed generations.

To the Food Network era and all the shows where people battle for plates and money—things like Chopped, Nailed It, and countless others—you added entertainment to cooking and kept a lot of us motivated to try something new.

To Martha Stewart, Emeril Lagasse, and Rachael Ray, thank you for showing that food can be technical, soulful, and approachable all at once. “Bam,” the quick 30-minute meals, the quiet precision in baking—all that left a mark.

To my Facebook friends and everybody who’s ever commented, liked a plate, asked “What’s the recipe?”—thank you. Y’all gave real-time feedback that these dishes hit the way they were supposed to.

And finally, shout out to everybody whose name isn’t written here but whose food I tasted, watched, or smelled growing up. You might have only made one dish that stuck with me—but if it’s in this book in any form, just know I see you.

This is a thank-you note written in salt, heat, and memory.
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Sunday Pot Roast
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Intro
This is that “let it ride in the oven while life is happening” roast. The kind you put in early, walk away from, and come back to a house that smells like Sunday. It’s forgiving, tender, and built to feed a table.
Ingredients

	3–4 lb beef chuck roast

	2–3 tbsp olive oil

	1–2 tsp kosher salt

	1 tsp black pepper

	1 tsp garlic powder

	1 tsp onion powder

	1 tsp paprika

	1 large onion, sliced

	3–4 cloves garlic, smashed

	1 cup beef broth

	1/2 cup water

	3–4 carrots, cut into chunks

	3–4 small potatoes, quartered

	2 celery stalks, cut into chunks

	1 whole tomato, cut into quarters (optional, for extra depth)


Instructions

	Preheat & season. Preheat oven to 350°F. Pat the roast dry. Rub all sides with salt, pepper, garlic powder, onion powder, and paprika.

	Sear the roast. In a heavy oven-safe pot or Dutch oven, heat olive oil over medium-high. Sear the roast on all sides until deeply browned, about 3–4 minutes per side.

	Build the base. Add sliced onion and smashed garlic around the roast. Pour in beef broth and 1/2 cup water. You want some liquid on the bottom so it can steam and braise, not drown the roast.

	Cover and cook low & slow. Cover tightly with a lid or aluminum foil. Place in the oven and cook for about 2 hours.

	Add vegetables. After 2 hours, add carrots, potatoes, celery, and tomato around the roast. Cover again and cook another 30–45 minutes, until the roast is fork-tender and the vegetables are soft but not falling apart.

	Rest & slice. Let the roast rest 10–15 minutes before slicing. Spoon some of the pan juices over the meat when serving.
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Skillet-Kissed Meatloaf
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Intro
This meatloaf is old-school in spirit, but the way you brown it first in the skillet gives it a crust you can’t beat. You get tender inside, flavor-packed outside, and slices that sit right next to mashed potatoes without falling apart.
Ingredients

	2 lb ground beef (80/20 is good)

	1 cup breadcrumbs or crushed crackers

	1 small onion, finely diced

	2 cloves garlic, minced

	2 eggs

	1/3 cup milk

	2 tbsp ketchup

	1 tbsp Worcestershire sauce

	1 tsp kosher salt

	1/2 tsp black pepper

	1 tsp paprika

	1 tsp dried parsley


Glaze

	1/3 cup ketchup

	2 tbsp brown sugar

	1 tsp mustard (optional)


Instructions

	Mix the meat. In a large bowl, combine ground beef, breadcrumbs, onion, garlic, eggs, milk, ketchup, Worcestershire, salt, pepper, paprika, and parsley. Mix with your hands just until combined—don’t overwork it.

	Shape the loaf. Form into a loaf shape that will fit in a large skillet.

	Sear in the skillet. Heat a little oil in a large skillet over medium-high. Carefully place the loaf in and brown the sides, about 2–3 minutes per side, using a spatula to help turn it gently.

	Move to the oven. Transfer the browned loaf to a baking dish if needed. Preheat oven to 350°F.

	Glaze. Stir together glaze ingredients and spread over the top of the meatloaf.

	Bake. Bake for 45–55 minutes, or until the internal temperature reaches 160°F.

	Rest & slice. Let sit 10 minutes before slicing.




Seared Stove-Top Steak

Intro
This is that pan steak that makes you feel like you snuck a restaurant technique into your house. Simple seasoning, hard sear, a little butter love at the end. That’s it.
Ingredients

	1–2 ribeye or sirloin steaks (about 1 inch thick)

	1–2 tbsp olive oil

	Kosher salt

	Black pepper

	2 tbsp butter

	2 cloves garlic, smashed

	Optional: a sprig of thyme or rosemary


Instructions

	Bring to room temp. Take steaks out of the fridge 20–30 minutes before cooking. Pat dry.

	Season. Season both sides generously with salt and pepper.

	Heat the pan. Heat a heavy skillet over medium-high until hot. Add olive oil.

	Sear. Lay the steak in the pan and don’t move it for 3–4 minutes. Flip and cook another 3–4 minutes for medium, adjusting time based on thickness.

	Butter baste. Add butter, garlic, and herbs to the pan. Tilt the pan and spoon the melted butter over the steak for 30–60 seconds.

	Rest. Remove steak to a plate and let rest 5–10 minutes before slicing.
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